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Introduction
In the financial theory and economic practice, a high level of current assets, through the generation of excessive liquidity costs, exercises a negative influence on the company profitability, whereas their insufficient level may increase a risk of the loss of liquidity, and as a consequence, lead to a range of difficulties in maintaining undisturbed operation of an enterprise (Van Horne and Wachowicz, 2004) . The level of current assets should thus be optimized in every company. Nonetheless, this optimization should concern not only the assets level itself, but also their sources of financing. This entails a need of working capital management, which is taking decisions that maintain a balance between two contrary objectives of the ability of value creation and liquidity (Shin and Soenen, 1998) . At present, due to an increasing pressure to create shareholders values, monitoring of an optimum level of working capital determinants (e.g. inventory, accounts receivables, cash and current liabilities) becomes more important (Afza and Nazir, 2009 ). In numerous enterprises, current assets constitute a half or more of the total asset value, and at the same time, they are financed from various sources. To some extent, it naturally entails a need of shaping their level in a rational manner.
Cash conversion cycle is a basic tool applied in the assessment of working capital management efficiency (Richards and Laughlin, 1980) . It is based on an analysis of three partial cycles, that is, the inventory and accounts receivables, which mark the length of a so-
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The article draws upon two data sources. The first one is aggregated financial statements related to the food sector enterprises of the European Union (production of food and beverages) of selected Eurozone countries published by the European Central Bank Small-and middle-sized companies from other countries, that is, Italy, Spain, Portugal and France, present significantly worse results. In small-and middle-sized enterprises of these countries, the inventory rotation was significantly slower, and it was translated in a much longer period of cash freezing in inventory equaling from 2 to 3 months.
In connection with the other countries, Polish small-and middle-sized food companies clearly stand out also in terms of accounts receivables management.
Data listed in Table 1 Data presented in Table 1 indicates that except for Austria, Germany and France, where the accounts receivables cycle was 54-77 days, in the sector of smalland middle-sized enterprises of the other countries, the accounts receivables were conversed in a cycle that usually exceeded 3 months.
The length of current liabilities cycle also quite clearly distinguishes small-and middle-sized food companies in Poland, Germany, Austria and France.
In these countries, current liabilities were settled within no more than 2-2.5 months, whereas in Belgium, Spain, Italy, and Portugal, small-and middle-sized en- In these countries, the cash cycle was about 1 month, whereas in the other countries, it exceeded 50 days and reached almost 2 months.
In the light of the theory of finance as well as numerous empirical research described in the literature research, the policy of working capital management is strictly related with the obtained rates of return. This relationship is also apparent ( Table 2) in terms of the sector mean from specific countries, although it does not apply to all the enterprise dimension classes.
In the case of small-sized food enterprises a weak correlation between the length of all the cycles and the assets return was noticeable. Nonetheless, this correlation was statistically significant. In the case of middle-and large-sized food enterprises in turn the analyzed correlation is very strong and in the same time, negative.
It means that in respect to these classes of enterprise dimension, reducing the inventory, accounts receivables, current liabilities, and cash conversion cycles corresponded to a significant increase in the rate of return measured with the return on non-financial assets.
Therefore, it may be stated that in terms of attainment of the most frequently indicated objective at present that is the value creation for stakeholders, the efficient management of working capital through reducing its element cycles is very significant. presented. As the data contain therein indicate, the average inventory cycle of small-sized food enterprises was 31 days and it was very inconstant in the period under study. This cycle was similar in the department of groceries production, and it was much longer in the beverage production, which may result from their longer shelf life or be a sign of difficulties in the product sale.
Trade Differentiation of Working
In the light of the first quartile (Q 1 ), in 25% of the food industry trades, the inventory cycle was not longer than 19 days and in 50% of trades, it was equal to or shorter than 30 days, and in 50% of trades, it was equal to or longer than 30 days (Q 2 ), whereas in 25% was characteristic for enterprises producing groceries, whereas for enterprises producing beverages, it was longer by almost 10 days. The average accounts receivables cycle in specific trades ranged 21 to 155 days, although it has been emphasized that in a majority of trades (60%), it did not exceed 2 months. In a shortterm -up to 1 month -sales revenues of enterprises manufacturing meat products or processing meat were collected. In turn, the accounts receivables inflow in enterprises producing beer, ready-made animal feed, processing tea and coffee, and producing soft drinks and mineral water was 3 months or more.
The length of the inventory and accounts receivables cycle is defined by the length of the enterprise operating cycle, partly financed by the deferment of current liabilities payment, and in the long run, these cycles determine the length of the cash conversion
cycle. An analysis of data presented in Table 1 may lead to a conclusion that small-sized enterprises both in the food industry altogether, and in the groceries production financed the operating cycle on average in 60% with current liabilities. It caused that they needed additional funds for financing of current assets only for less than a month. The enterprises producing beverages had a most aggressive strategy of financing the operating cycle. They covered the operating cycle with current liabilities on average in 90%, which meant that they needed additional external funds on average for 9 days.
In specific trades of the food industry, the length of the current liabilities cycle, and as a consequence, the cash conversion cycle was diverse. However, it has to be emphasized that in a majority of trades, the period of engagement of additional (except for current liabilities) funds did not exceed 2 months, although it varied strongly (vp=83.7%). A long current liabilities cycle, which significantly exceeded the operating cycle, was characteristic for the enterprises producing soft drinks and mineral water (191 days) and ice cream (119 days). The cash conversion cycle in these enterprises was negative (-60 and -43 days). It means that not only the operating cycle, but also a part of fixed assets was financed with trade current liabilities. A long current liabilities cycle was also present in small-sized enterprises producing: beer -130 days; sugar -103 days, and processing tea and coffee -91 days. Yet, with a relatively long operating cycle, it was not sufficient to cover it.
In turn, a relatively short current liabilities cycle in connection with the length of the operating cycle was present in the enterprises producing oils, oils, vegetable and animal fats, sugar, ready-made animal feed and the enterprises dealing with processing and fruits and vegetables. The clash conversion cycle in these enterprises amounted to 70 days or more.
The management of specific elements of the current assets influences a possibility of profit generation, and as a consequence, the return on non-financial assets (ROA). The obtained profitability was moderately correlated both with the length of the operating cycle (R=-0.51), and the current liabilities cycle (R=-0.47). It implies that the longer they were, the more significant profitability they generated. The length of the average inventory cycle in the middle-sized food industry enterprises altogether, and enterprises producing groceries was similar, although it was slightly longer than in the small-sized enterprises. The period of inventory maintenance in the middle-sized enterprises producing beverages was shorter by half than in the small-sized enterprises. This fact indicates that they had fewer difficulties locating their products on the market and they managed better their inventory of raw materials and products.
The inventory cycle in the middle-sized enterprises was very variable (vp=48.3%). In the first quartile (Q 1 ) in 25% trades, the inventory cycle was shorter or at least equaled 20 days, in 50% of trades, it equaled or was shorter than 36 days, and in 50% of trades, it amounted to 36 days or more (Q 2 ), whereas in 25% of The average length of the accounts receivables cycle in the sector of middle-sized food industry enterprises altogether, and enterprises producing groceries and beverages was similar, although it was slightly longer than in the small-sized enterprises. It means that they had a more liberal receiver-crediting policy. The average variability (vp=26.5%) and a weak left-sided asymmetry was characteristic for the accounts receivables cycle in small-sized enterprises. It means that trades with a slightly longer-than-average accounts receivables cycle prevailed. In 25% of trades, the accounts receivables flowed in after over 2 months (Q 3 ). The shortest accounts receivables cycle was typical for the same trades as in the case of small-sized enterprises. Also the longest cycles were characteristic for the same trades as in the small-sized enterprises, except for the ones producing soft drinks and mineral water that collected sales revenue in a period that was shorter by half.
The accounts receivables cycle of the middle-sized food industry enterprises, and the ones producing groceries was slightly longer than in the small-sized enterprises.
However, it did not contribute to reaching a shorter cash conversion cycle than in the small-sized enterprises due to a relatively longer operating cycle. The accounts receivables cycle of the middle-sized enterprises producing beverages was shorter by 16 days in respect of the smallsized enterprises. This fact meant that the middle-sized enterprises had searched for additional financing sources only for about 12 days, whereas the other ones for about a month. Both small-and middle-sized food industry enterprises altogether and the ones producing groceries financed in 60% their operating cycle with current liabilities, whereas the enterprises producing beverages used this source of financing in 90%.
Moderate variability and a weak left-sided asymmetry were characteristic for the current liabilities cycle of the middle-sized enterprises (trades with a longer than average current liabilities cycle slightly prevailed).
The enterprises producing oils and liquid fats, cereal milling products, representing trades related to meat processing and preservation, and manufacture of meat products, and the ones producing milk, bread, and fresh confectionery products and pastries settled their current liabilities within no longer than 40 days.
The current liabilities cycle exceeded three months in the enterprises representing the trades of: distilleries, alcohol rectification and mixing, and production of sugar.
A strategy of financing the operating cycle with current liabilities adopted by the enterprises translates into the length of the cash conversion cycle. The distribution of food industry trades by the cash conversion cycle was characterized by significant variability and weak right-sided asymmetry (vp=78.4%), which implies that trades with a shorter than average inventory cycle prevailed. In specific food industry trades, the inventory cycle was very varied. In the first quartile (Q 1 ), in 25% of trades, the cash conversion cycle was shorter or at least equaled 14 days, in 50% of trades, it equaled or was shorter than 34 days, and in 50% of trades, it amounted to 34 days or more (Q 2 ), whereas in 25% of trades, it was 67 days or more (Q 3 ).
Enterprises 6. An increase in the assets value (X 7 ) and debt (X 12 X 14 ) also negatively influenced the return on non-financial assets in the sector of small-sized enterprises. These variables influence the return in a manner indicating that in a part of small-sized enterprises, the assets are used inefficiently, and a high level of debt may cause difficulties maintaining financial liquidity. It appears that in this case, the problem of liquidity is particularly important and it is reflected in the impact of X 8 and X 9 variables. The data presented in Table 4 shows that the increase in liquidity measured by the current (X 8 ) and quick (X 9 ) ratio corresponded to the positive growth of the profitability.
7. In the sector of middle-and large-sized enterprises, no statistically significant relationship between the profitability and the level of current and quick ratios was observed. Nonetheless, in these dimension classes, variables reflected different debt categories were usually negatively correlated with the rate of the profitability. It appears that this condition may result from constantly decreasing efficiency of investment in operating assets.
Conclusion
The efficiency of working capital management may be assessed by means of the cycles of inventory, accounts receivables, current liabilities, and cash as well as through their reference to the obtained rate of the profitability. This efficiency varied both in specific Eurozone countries and in the enterprises of different dimension.
In the national food industry, the large-sized enterprises presented the highest efficiency measured by the cash conversion cycle and the profitability. It should be underlined, however, that both large-sized enterprises and the small-and middle-sized ones, the profitability was negatively correlated with the cycles of inventory, accounts receivables and current liabilities, which means that prolonging these cycles translated into a decrease in the profitability. These types of relationships were confirmed by the created regression models.
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